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Alfredo Casella’s contact with Russian musical milieus took place on several levels, 
ranging from artistic interest in the local production to interpersonal relationships, 
which the composer maintained in different moments of his life. The aim of this 
article is to retrace these connections, which correspond to pivotal moments in 
the life of the Italian composer, and therefore allow, by virtue of their character 
and different approach, some light to be shed on the variety of aesthetic attitudes 
assumed by the composer. The central focus will be on Casella’s tournée of 1926. 
This journey will be framed in the context of his other experiences in the Russian 
Empire, and of his connections with members of the music community of Soviet 
Russia up to the 1930s. These main sections will introduce the reader to three 
different moments in the history of Russian musical life, and will put him/her in 
contact with distinct moments in the evolution of the aesthetics of music, giving 
him/her the chance to assess the deviation – be it chronological, geographical, and 
cultural – and the peculiarities of that context in reference to the rest of Europe.
While this topic has already been covered in research by the Russian scholars 
Larisa Kirillina and Marina Lebed’,1 this literature still allows substantial room 
for improvement of the knowledge we have of the real contacts existing between 
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both sides of (and before) the Iron Curtain. The aim of this article is to create a 
larger documentary base, reconstructed from documents preserved in the Fondo 
Alfredo Casella (henceforth FAC) kept at the Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venice), 
which have not been covered by the mentioned scholars, or matched with essential 
evidence emerging from other Russian documents, thus overcoming a rift that still 
exists between Russian and Western musicological studies. In reference to Casella’s 
studies, this article allows for future analysis of the relationship of the composer’s 
aesthetics and the positions held by his interlocutors in pre-revolutionary and – 
notably – Soviet Russia, contributing to a better understanding and positioning 
of the institutional life and the main aesthetic issues of the USSR, at a time when 
the Soviet Union was culturally open to the West.2
CASELLA IN PRE-REVOLUTIONARY RUSSIA
Casella became familiar with the work of the The Five when he was a student 
in Paris. In particular, he became passionate about the innovative compositional 
language of Musorgsky, Balakirev and Rimsky-Korsakov, who were having a 
great impact on the renewal of European musical aesthetics. In Casella’s eyes, 
they represented the optimal alternative to Italian operatic Verismo and German 
Romantic symphonism. Casella even undertook the orchestration of Balakirev’s 
Islamey, which he then personally showed the composer on the occasion of a visit 
in 1907.
The musician was in St. Petersburg for the first time following the cellist Pablo 
Casals (1876–1973), who in those years regularly gave concerts in the Russian 
Empire. Later on, Casella travelled to pre-revolutionary Russia following the 
Société des instruments anciens directed by Henri Casadesus (1879–1947), 
where he played the harpsichord from 1906 to 1909. The group was invited in 
two different seasons, in 1907–1908 and in 1909–1910, by Aleksandr Ziloti 
(also known as Alexander Siloti, 1863–1945) and Sergey Kusevitsky (Serge 
Koussevitzky, 1874–1951).
One of Casella’s characteristics was that he constantly associated music 
production to a critical analysis in his writings. Therefore, he left written, first-
hand traces of these experiences: his accounts of the visits to Count Lev Tolstoy 
and to Rimsky-Korsakov were published in the French periodical Comœdia in 
1910, in Musica in 1912, and subsequently included in the collection of essays 
21+26 (1931) and in his autobiography I segreti della giara (1941).3
His visits to Balakirev are also recorded in the memoirs of Robert-Aloys 
Mooser,4 and in a letter sent by Balakirev to Michel-Dmitri Calvocoressi in 1909.5 
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Both witnesses recall Casella showcasing his large-scale orchestral version of 
Islamey. After receiving advice from the composer, Casella had his score published 
in Leipzig by D. Rahter in association with the Moscow publisher Jurgenson in 
1908.6 In line with the enhancement of music folklore pursued by The Five, in 
the same period Casella arranged some Russian popular tunes on the occasion of 
a competition organised by the Maison du Lied, an association founded in Paris 
and Moscow with the aim of perpetuating and enriching the tradition of Lied and 
folksong. These re-elaborations were only partially published in 1922 (by Mathot, 
with the title Deux chansons anciennes), while some manuscript sketches of three 
Chansons are preserved in the FAC and have already received some attention from 
Italian scholars.7
CASELLA IN RUSSIA AFTER THE REVOLUTION
While during his first visits he was engaged in Casadesus’s apocryphal revival 
of ancient music, Casella toured the newborn Soviet Union with the primary 
aim of promoting his own production. The diffusion of Casella’s music in the 
USSR was part of the activity of the Muscovite Association for contemporary 
music (Assotsyatsiya Sovremennoy Muzïki – henceforth ASM), which was the 
Soviet branch of the recently founded International Society for Contemporary 
Music. The tour followed the establishment of contacts between Casella and 
some exponents of Soviet modernism close to this institution, first of all Viktor 
Mikhaylovich Belyayev (1888–1968), a musicologist and music critic, whose 
name has nowadays disappeared outside Russia.8 He was active in the musical life 
of that time at an international level, and in 1923 had been among the founders 
of the Association. He was one of the most frequent contributors to the journal 
Sovremennaya muzïka [Contemporary music], ASM’s bulletin, which was to 
propagandise Casella’s production as a composer, and host some of his writings. 
Moreover, Belyayev collaborated with Universal Edition, keeping contacts between 
music institutions of the USSR and the publishing house, notably through Abram 
Isaakovich Dzimitrovsky (1875?–1944?), who was based in Vienna and worked 
as a mediator with the musicians. Seemingly, Soviet Russia was considered an 
interesting market in the mission of the publisher Emil Hertzka (1869–1932): 
Universal Edition had distributed some Soviet authors, and organised concerts of 
their music in Vienna in the 1920s.9 Their contact in Moscow was pre-eminently 
Vladimir Vladimirovich Derzhanovsky (1881–1942), who from 1922 onwards 
worked in the music section of Mezhdunarodnaya kniga [Books international] 
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– an export and import organisation – and collaborated with Belyayev on the 
editorial board of the journal.
The documents preserved in the FAC allow a partial reconstruction of the 
organisation of Casella’s tournée in the USSR, shedding some light on the role 
fulfilled by the Viennese publishing house, notably its director Hertzka, and by 
Viktor Belyayev in Moscow. Seemingly, Hertzka was interested in having ‘his 
authors’ well-known in the Soviet Union, while he contributed to the diffusion 
of the music of Soviet composers in the West, assigning a special section of his 
company to carry out this activity. As active members of the ASM and contributors 
to its press organ, Belyayev and Derzhanovsky had among their primary objectives 
the dissemination of Western modernism in their own country.
Judging from the documents preserved at the FAC, negotiations for Casella’s 
tournée started in 1925, when Belyayev wrote to Casella for an update about his 
own music in the USSR (APPENDIX, Letter 1). The contents of the letter make 
it clear that contact was well established before this time. Casella’s output had 
been known in the Soviet Union since at least 1924. He is mentioned for the 
first time in the first number of Contemporary Music (1924), a journal in which, 
as we have seen, Belyayev was a central figure. There, his name appears in a 
report on the activity of the International Society. Casella and Belyayev possibly 
became personally acquainted at the third edition of the festival organised by 
the ISCM, which they both attended: as attested by the bulletin, Belyayev was 
the ASM delegate to the symphonic session, which took place in Prague in May 
1925; Casella was also there and left some writings in this regard.10 As a dynamic 
member of the ISCM, he was also a member of the selection committee and one 
of the organisers of the chamber music session, which was held in Venice from 3 
to 8 September.
In his letter, Belyayev mentions a concert held in Moscow on 16 December 
1925. On that occasion two articles concerning Casella’s music were published in 
Contemporary Music:
• an original essay on Hindemith and Casella, written by the Soviet musicologist 
and composer Boris Vladimirovich Asaf ’yev (1884–1949);11
• the partial translation of an article by Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, which had 
been published a few months before in the journal Il Pianoforte.12 The redaction 
of the journal was the physical reference point of the Italian section of the ISCM, 
which at that time was still called Corporazione delle Nuove Musiche. Its editor, 
Guido Gatti (1892–1973), also worked as the Italian correspondent for the Russian 
bulletin, which also publicised the Italian journal.13
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FIGURE 1. Frontpage of Sovremennaya 
muzïka, and Casella’s article ‘Novaya 
muzïka v Italii’ (photocopy). 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venezia), 
Fondo Alfredo Casella.
In response to Belyayev’s request, Casella wrote a short report on the activity of 
his group (FIGURE 1). This article, the only original text written by Casella expressly 




In this note the composer affirmed that the Corporazione delle Nuove Musiche 
was interested in developing relationships with their Soviet colleagues, whose 
output was considered an essential instrument in the renewal of music language 
and in overcoming the exhausted models of nineteenth century Romanticism. It is 
possible that among Russian musicians Casella had Stravinsky in mind, despite the 
composer’s status as an émigré: he was personally acquainted with the composer, 
and in 1926 published the first Italian monograph dedicated to him, which he 
would then edit for further publication in the 1940s.15 However, in 1925 Casella 
had also invited Samuil Yevgen’yevich Feynberg to take part in the third edition 
of the International Festival of Contemporary Music in Venice,16 and, as we shall 
see, he was soon to take interest in organising concerts of Russian modern music 
in Rome.
Last but not least, keeping contacts of a cultural nature was consistent with the 
general relationships existing between Italy and the USSR in the 1920s: Italy was 
the first country to officially recognise the establishment of the USSR (initially 
kept at a distance by the other European countries, threatened by Bolshevism) 
on 8 February 1924. On the same occasion of the re-institution of embassies 
on both parts, a commercial treaty was signed between the two countries.17 
As a consequence, contact with Western musical life also resumed. Seemingly, 
Casella was aware of Mussolini’s aim to nurture positive relationships with the 
Soviet Union, since on 31 January 1926 – a few weeks after Belyayev had started 
negotiations about his tournée – he included the following observation in a letter 
addressed to his publisher Emil Hertzka:
Are you in touch with Russia, through the Soviet mission in Vienna? and could you 
not see if it would be possible for me to go next November–December [1926] to 
conduct modern and ancient Italian works (or any other music) in Russia? I believe 
that there would be a lot of interest in this in present-day Italy [my emphasis]. Give me 
some news about this. Thank you.18
Finally, Rome, where Casella was based, hosted a large community of Russian 
expats. Most of these were not keen on keeping live contact with Soviet institutions, 
but their presence boosted the study of Russian culture in Italy.19 After this letter, 
Casella kept in close contact with Hertzka asking for constant updates about 
the organisation of the journey. Apparently, the tournée was Casella’s initiative, 
possibly based on his recollection of the appreciation demonstrated by Russian 
audiences during his previous travels. His counterpart in Moscow kept the issue 
alive: in a letter dated 8 February 1926 (APPENDIX, Letter 2), Belyayev resumed 
the negotiations for Casella’s invitation, seemingly approved by Rossiyskaya 
Filarmoniya [Russian Philharmonia], one of the first Soviet concert agencies and 
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predecessor of the current Moscow Philharmonic. In the same letter, Belyayev gave 
a report of the performance of Casella’s Concerto for string quartet, op. 40 on 16 
December 1925. The piece was premiered in Moscow by the Stradivarius quartet, 
whose members – interestingly enough – proposed some editing to the composer’s 
instrumentation, which would be fascinating to investigate in comparison with 
Casella’s original. According to Belyayev, Casella’s music had ‘the greatest success’ 
among an audience made up of ‘the best Moscow musicians and composers’, in 
an overcrowded hall.20 The programme was planned for other Russian cities in 
February 1926: Tula, Rostov on Don, and Voronezh.
Another reference to a Muscovite performance of Casella’s Concerto would be 
included in a letter sent to Hertzka in July, in which Casella highlights how much 
his music was appreciated by distinguished figures of the political milieus:
I saw yesterday in the Corriere della Sera that the Siciliana from my quartet concerto 
had recently been played in Moscow, at a large reception at the German Embassy, and 
that Cicerin [Georgy Vasil’yevich Chicherin (1872–1936), the People’s Commissar 
for Foreign Affairs up to 1930] had really loved it!!!21
As a whole, these exchanges suggest that Belyayev fulfilled an informal role 
of mediator, limiting himself to monitoring the process and offering Casella 
operative suggestions and useful information about the capacity of reception of 
Soviet audiences. He closely followed the negotiations, taking an interest as an 
advisor of the ASM. Casella’s replies to the Soviet interlocutor are not preserved 
in the FAC, but we can infer the intentions of the composer from what he wrote 
to Hertzka in the same months: ‘I have plans, if my trip to Russia goes ahead, to 
organise something important in Rome for new Russian music: in agreement with 
the Soviet Embassy in Italy; with whom I am already in touch about the matter’.22 
This project seems to have vanished without a trace. However, once again, 
this source attests Casella’s constant effort to carve out recesses for his musical 
initiatives with the help of the State Institutions, disregarding the heterogeneous 
political background.
According to Casella’s correspondence with Universal Edition, the agreement 
on the dates of the tournée came not before the end of August.23 In September 
Belyayev was able to confirm Casella’s journey to the USSR, and profited from the 
occasion by asking his Italian correspondent to write an explanatory note on his 
Partita, op. 42 for piano and orchestra (APPENDIX, Letter 3).
Belyayev aimed at preparing the audience and giving Casella’s tournée the 
utmost visibility. Consequently, his journal dedicated a number to the Italian 
composer along with Křenek and Berg – an association that speaks for the open-
mindedness of the editorial board:
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The upcoming Leningrad productions of operas by E. Křenek and Alban Berg, 
hitherto unknown to our stages, and in addition A. Casella’s expected arrival, have 
caused the editors to respond to major events associated with the names of these 
foreign composers. Therefore, the pages of this edition of Contemporary Music are 
dedicated to issues that have provoked a movement among European musicians; a 
movement promising a kind of shift in Western musical and social creation – towards 
greater simplicity, constructive clarity, and a new approach towards objective reality.24
Along with Asaf ’yev’s article about ‘Křenek and Berg’, whose music was about 
to be performed, the Russian translation of a chapter from Křenek’s book Von 
neuer Musik, and a portrait of Alban Berg by Hermann Rudolf Gail, the number 
included ‘Modernizm v muzïke’, that is the Russian translation of an article 
Casella had recently published in The Christian Science Monitor.25 In this manifesto 
Casella took sides against superficial and ephemeral ideas of modernity in music, 
represented by the image of ‘the naïve young man [composer]’ who ‘seeks more 
absurd, more aggressive, more stupidly ugly combinations [of chords], so as not 
to appear ‘old-fashioned’.26 Counterposed to these ideas is his hypothesis of a 
genuine ‘new expression [of ] beauty’ (or more simply ‘good music’), ‘serious and 
sincere in its intentions’, grounded on a strong technical basis and able to survive 
an increasingly accelerated passing of time, an idea (of beauty) which he shared 
with the much admired Stravinsky, and which he had previously defined in his 
obituary of Claude Debussy as ‘true beauty, the one that results from the perfect 
accord between creative thought and the technical means which the composer has 
at his disposal’.27
Other interesting essays were published in the period surrounding Casella’s 
tour by Triton – a publishing house based in Leningrad that reflected the activity 
of the local section of the ASM (LASM):
• the translation of Casella’s treatise The Evolution of Music Throughout the History 
of the Perfect Cadence (L’evoluzione della musica a traverso la storia della cadenza 
perfetta, London 1924) by two students from the Moscow Conservatoire – the 
composer Vladimir Moiseyevich Tarnopol’sky (1897–1942) and the musicologist 
Valentin Ėduardovich Ferman (1896–1948);28
• the Russian translation of Casella’s essay Politonalità e atonalità, preceded by a 
foreword by Asaf ’yev.29
Preparations for the tournée also included other pieces of his music played in 
Russian institutions: as the concert programme testifies (FIGURE 2), the Parisian 
pianist Henri Gil-Marchex (1894–1970) included Casella’s Sonatina in his recital 
at the Moscow Conservatoire on 8 October 1926.
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FIGURE 2. Concert programme. Fondazione Giorgio Cini (Venezia), Fondo Alfredo Casella.
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Finally, Belyayev gets back to Casella on 25 October 1926, assuring him of 
the success he was going to have in his tour (APPENDIX, Letter 4). In the letter 
he anticipates the expectations of the Soviet audience Casella was to meet, and 
suggests that the composer should include his own music in the programmes.
Other letters preserved in the FAC bear witness to Casella’s initiatives to prepare 
the tour. Seemingly following Belyayev’s suggestions, the composer decided to 
include his Sicilienne et burlesque, op. 23 together with his 3 Canzoni trecentesche, 
op. 36 in the programmes: therefore, on 7 November 1926 he wrote to Ricordi 
asking for two copies of these scores to be sent to Universal Edition in Vienna.30 
The same day, Casella wrote to Hertzka alluding to a possible performance of his 
ballet La giara.31 Other documents testify to the collection of materials for this 
production, thus demonstrating that the counterparts of Universal Edition in the 
USSR were Derzhanovsky and Mezhkniga.32
Casella’s tournée finally took place from 26 November to 8 December 1926. 
He gave four concerts – two in Leningrad and likewise in Moscow, conducted by 
Hans Knappertsbusch and Vladimir Dranishnikov, but also by Casella himself. 
Programmes included his Partita for piano and orchestra, Pupazzetti, op. 27 
and the Concerto for string quartet, associated with music by other composers. 
As FIGURE 3 testifies, the concert on 3 December included music by Malipiero, 
Castelnuovo-Tedesco and Stravinsky together with his L’adieu à la vie, the 
Concerto for string quartet and the 11 Pezzi infantili, op. 35, while the concert on 
5 December associated Vivaldi, Rieti, and Balakirev along with his Partita and the 
rhapsody Italia, op. 11.33
The musicologist Larisa Kirillina, who provided a reconstruction of Casella’s 
tournée, mentions Weber (overture to Oberon), Schubert (Symphony No. 5 in B-flat 
major), Malipiero (Pause del silenzio), De Falla (Nuits dans les jardins d’Espagne), 
Rieti (Concerto for wind ensemble and orchestra), Stravinsky (Concertino for string 
quartet), Kodály (Serenade) and Hindemith (String quartet No. 4).34
During his stay, Casella was not only celebrated by Russian colleagues-
musicians. He also officially met delegates of the Soviet authorities, a fact that 
confirms that the political relationships between the two countries framed his 
tournée. His letters to Ricordi and Hertzka register the warm welcome of the 
audience, the excellent reception at the Italian Embassy in Moscow,35 as well as 
the official contacts with outstanding politicians, notably the People’s Commissar 
for Education Anatoly Lunacharsky and Ol’ga Bronshteyn-Kameneva, a former 
member of the Theatre Division of the Ministry, who served as chairman of the 
Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries.36
Apart from concerts and official moments, Casella had the opportunity to meet 
other ASM affiliates during his stay. He became personally acquainted with Boris 
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Asaf ’yev, one of the most advanced advocates of contemporary music, who was so 
active in the dissemination of Casella’s ideas in the Soviet Union. Asaf ’yev wrote 
to Casella in the very days when the composer was touring in Moscow, possibly 
trying to remain in touch with this new acquaintance and to carry on a dialogue 
opened in Leningrad (APPENDIX, Letter 5). However, in these letters he acted in 
the capacity of music historian rather than critic or composer, asking for sources 
of ancient music (of Italy and the Russian Empire). Seemingly, the two found a 
common area of interest in the retrieval of ancient music, an objective that stood 
at the basis of the ‘neo-classical’ orientation undertaken by Casella in the 1920s.
While Asaf ’yev’s letter is preserved in the FAC, Casella’s reply still remains 
unknown. However, there should had had one, since in 1927 the Soviet scholar 
was able to reiterate his esteem for the Italian colleague by dedicating a short 
monographic essay to him.37
As for Belyayev, in his last letter he announced press cuttings and other 
concert-related ephemera, notably photographs of the composer the in Red 
Square and concert programmes, which were sent through Kameneva’s Society.38 
He continued propagandising the production of the composer on the pages of 
the ASM bulletin, publishing a review of the ballet La giara.39 The publication of 
the score by Universal Edition had already been acknowledged in the bulletin in 
1925 (No. 11), when the relationship between the two musicians was becoming 
close. It is interesting to observe that in this note Belyayev apparently understands 
the pantomime’s plot within an ideologically conditioned (one might even say 
‘proletarian’) frame of mind, which is actually alien to Casella’s attitude, and 
shows the complexity of the composer’s relationship with Fascism. In Belyayev’s 
understanding, the conflict between the potter Zi Dima and the rich owner Don 
Lolò Zirafa for the restoration of a big oil jar in Sicily, in which the peasants take 
sides with Zi Dima against Don Lolò, seems to respond to a logic of a class conflict. 
Although the commentary is quite laconic, it betrays the typical frame of mind of 
Soviet criticism, which clearly separated form and subject matter in stage works. 
In describing Casella’s ‘third style’, Belyayev clearly refers to Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s 
article ‘Alfredo Casella e il suo “terzo stile” [Alfredo Casella and his “third style”]’, 
which he had previously published in Contemporary Music, where the author 
explained the character of the ballet referring to the concept of ‘Italianity’: a sort 
of ‘permanent, inner quality’ which Casella was embodying in music. In Casella’s 
view, music had to be modern, non-provincial, but not international. This is far 
from the statements on art as alien to any ideology made in his previously quoted 
article on Debussy, where he defined art as something that ‘is not ethics, nor 
socialism, nor patriotic or religious propaganda. Art is the absolutely disinterested 
expression of the self, of individual imagination, of sensitivity and of liberty to 
explore a personal ideal world’.40
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Moreover, in his commentary Belyayev places an emphasis on the accessibility 
of Casella’s music, based on dance tunes and popular songs: in the case of La 
giara, the folklore was Sicilian, but we have seen that Casella had previously 
also challenged himself with Russian tunes. Along with the previous point, this 
aspect in Belyayev’s presentation of La giara appears controversial in reference to 
Casella’s reception in Italy and Soviet Union. Belyayev describes Casella’s style 
as ‘archaistically-linear [архаистически-линеарный]’ and ‘exotically-expressive 
[экзотически-выразительный]’. In his own words, the Italian composer was 
looking for something different from ‘modern music’, which could immortalise 
Italianity and could boast ‘a certain “solidity” of beauty’.41 In fact, while folklore 
was present in Casella’s music even before the so-called ‘third period’ (e.g. in the 
orchestral rhapsody Italia, 1909). His elaboration of folklore in La giara attempted 
a stylisation (both he and Castelnuovo-Tedesco use the word ‘cristallizzazione 
[crystallisation]’ that betrayed Stravinsky’s suggestions for primitivism, and 
corresponded, in Casella’s frame of mind, to an anti-romantic, anti-impressionist, 
lively, sharp and ‘sunny’ image of Italianity deriving from a quest for national 
character. However, this neo-classical pose contrasts with Asaf ’yev’s portrait of 
the composer, in which he appears to be in a constant quest for new means for 
creativity: ‘He is interested in music and creativity in their continuously changing 
flow, in their transformations and in the natural changes of the strait and low 
tide: no style, no slogan, no idea is unshakable, no matter how valuable they 
are at the moment, in this environment’.42 The apparent contradiction in the 
aesthetic-philosophic reasoning is possibly explained by the proteiform nature 
of Casella’s output, and by the different social and aesthetic contexts Casella, 
Belyayev and Asaf ’yev were referring to when discussing modernity in music. 
These contradictions are therefore revealing of the issues they were personally 
facing in their specific contexts. In the case of Casella, his international profile was 
becoming progressively intertwined with Fascist themes, while Soviet writers were 
reacting to the changing reality in their country. The FAC offers no documents 
attesting any further contact between them, and the activity of ASM actually went 
on until 1929, when the journal ceased publication.43
CASELLA IN THE USSR IN THE 1930S
In 1926 the musician planned another tournée for the next year.44 This second 
tour never came about, with all probability primarily due to a change in the 
political relationships between the two countries, which in the late 1920s were 
in a cooling down phase, caused by the question of the Romanian annexation of 
Bessarabia. However, Casella’s tournée was not his last one in the Soviet Union. 
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The composer toured the Soviet Union again in 1935, when the ‘liberal’ phase of 
artistic experimentation had ended, and the notorious shift in the cultural line of 
the Communist Party had already set the unique canon of Socialist Realism in 
music as well as in other fields.45 Other circumstances had changed by that time: 
liberalism had died not only in cultural matters, but also in the Soviet economy, 
where the NEP had been replaced by the first quinquennial plan in 1929. This had 
inevitable consequences on Universal Edition’s interests in that market. Lastly, 
Hertzka died in 1932, and in 1933 Dzimitrovsky passed from the Russian section 
to the Orchestral Works section of Universal Edition,46 so that the peak of the 
relationships between UE and the Soviet music community passed with them.
The new circumstances forced artists to adapt their interests. This applied, for 
instance, also to Viktor Belyayev. While in his early activity he supported New 
Music (writing essays on composers such as Prokof ’yev, Myaskovsky, Vasilenko 
and Aleksandrov), in his late years he increasingly concentrated on the study of 
Russian folklore and the music of the Soviet nationalities, which in Stalin’s era was 
decidedly more welcome than symphonic speculation.47
The programme of the concert Casella held on 6 February 1935 at the Moscow 
House of the Unions included a Concerto by Vivaldi, a symphony by Malipiero, 
Scarlattiana, op. 44 and the second suite from La donna serpente, op. 50 ter. 
Kirillina puts this selection in connection with the changed political situation, 
which forced composers who did not want to create opposition to the regime to 
reduce their interest in the avant-garde, and to rather seek inspiration in the art of 
the past.48 One must agree with Kirillina’s observation that in the Soviet Union of 
the 1930s even the most amenable figures began to be considered negatively (casus 
Shostakovich docet). In the case of Casella, this turning point sounds paradoxical, if 
we consider that in 1926 some critics considered his music excessively compliant, 
rather than excessively modern(ist).49 However, in the previous decade the Italian 
composer had already overcome his ‘second manner’ and theorised a rappel à l’ordre 
paralleling Stravinsky’s so-called neo-classicism, which also explains the interest in 
issues of the musical past shared with Asaf ’yev during the tournée of 1926.
The dialogue between two music communities – perceived as precious by both 
parts, and favoured by the cultural liberalism established in the Soviet Union by 
Lunacharsky and by the economic and strategic interests of the Italian and Soviet 
governments in the 1920s – gradually came to be lost, as the political situation in 
Europe plummeted toward the tragic events of the war. As well as the debate that 
had been raised among theoreticians within the community of Soviet musicians 
of the 1920s, communication at an international level was to be less intense in 
the subsequent years, interrupting a long-standing tradition of Russian-Italian 
musical connections.
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A PPENDIX
The following documents are preserved in the Fondo Alfredo Casella, Fondazione 
Giorgio Cini (Venice).
LETTER 1. Belyayev to Casella, 12 December 1925.
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LETTER 2. Belyayev to Casella, 8 February 1926. 
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LETTER 3. Belyayev to Casella, 30 September 1926.
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LETTER 4. Belyayev to Casella, 25 October 1926. 
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LETTER 5. Asaf ’yev to Casella, 4 December 1926. 
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Notes
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Differently, Rimsky included no references to their meeting in his memoirs. See Nikolay A. 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Letopis’ moyey muzïkal’noy zhizni, Moskva: Soglasiye, 2004.
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